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- Urban Residential Vacancies, 1930-38

By 5. B. Earirer, Mridon of Econooic Restarch

N keeping with the lower Jevel of business netivity

snd the coneeguant decreasa in nntional incoms, resi-
dentinl vocaneiea in many cities moved vpward in the
firat helf of 1938, This reversed the movement from
1932 to 1037, during which period vacancies in cities
moking surveys dropped from on average of 8 or 9
percent to about 2 or 3 percent.

Trends ond vaeancy levels differ widely from eity to
eiky. Thoz, whila the percentage of vacant units in
Olelehoms, City rose from 1.0 percentin Apeil 1937 to 4.0
percent in April 1938, the figura for San Antonio re-
mained unchanged at 3.3 percent, Increasca during the
phst year also may be noted in the duto for St. Louis
and for Onkland, Calif., slthouph in both instances the
moat recent figures aro s6ll noé fur nbove the 1837 low
points of 3.4 percent and 2.3 percent, reapectively. In
1432, vooancies in these cities were 12,5 nod 8.5 percent,
reapettively, The highest voconcy ratios revealed by
the 1938 figurea tabulnied in table I were for EKnoens
City nond Boston; the rodio in anoh of thesze cities woa
over 6 percant. The lowest vacancy ratios raported
were for Ann Arbor, Mich., and Davenport, Iowa, with
1 percent each.

Thesa figures are taken from the compilation of
vacancy surveys prepared by the Diviston of Evonomie
Research in coaneciion with its program of furnishing
dota on resl property and construction. The vacenoy
data thus brought together throw considernble lizht on
one of the important elements affesting the prospects
for new building, Along with construction costs, rents,
costs of ownership, and other fuctors, the number of
vacancies in o given orea is of great importance in
determining the putlook for residential eonstruction.
A knowledpe of the number of vacnncies in o city, and
mars particulardy of the trends in occupancy and vocan-
¢y, enables local builders and prospective purchasers
to judge with greater certainty the current and fulure
demand for housing unita. S0, nlso, does it aid those in
the related fields of building-supply and equipment man-
ufacture and distribution o codicipate incresses or
decrenses in the demand for their produets within their
marketing oreas.

Vacancy Statistics Summnarized

Yoconcy survays wers mmdertaken in but fow cities
prior to 1930. In Tiica they date beck to 1921, ond
in Tampn, Madison, Worcestar, Trenton, Izdirnapolis,
Springfield, B¢, Poul, and & few other cities surveys
wepre made ot voripus times between 1924 and 1929,
In 1930 and 1931 many cities mode cenvasses for the

firgt tima, and the number of cities mpldng regular sur-
veys has remained {fairly constant since that time.
Efforis have boen made to seeurs total voacancy per-
centages from all cities in which two or more survays are
known to have been made sinze Junuary 1930, Thess
daota are brought together in teble 1.

The soures mntarinl for the vacancy figures presentad
hera is of two types: (z) The Real Property Inventories
sponsored by the Federsl Government, and (3) the
surveys or canvasses madse by loeal organizntions.
Tha former ware designed to secure complate informa-
tion on all types of residentinl property in the com-
munity, ineluding number and size of units, valves,
Tentals, fixtures and aguipment, ape, state of repair,
and number of ocecupants, as wall a2 vacnney. They
were thus of & thorouph naturs and involved a complats
house-to-houss canvass.

The private surveys undertaken by losal ngenciss

"were ustnlly soncerned only with datermining the nim-

ber of voconcies; the factor of axpenza pravented more
comprebensiva studies. The field work for thess sue-
veys is commonly done by locsl letier carriers wiko
Inew the familiza on their routes, or by members of
the loesl renl astate boord or other sponsoring orgoni-
sation through personnl investigation. '

The Eesl Property Inventories include thae survays
made in 64 rapresontative cities in January snd Febru-
ary 1034, by the Bureau of Foreign and Domestic Com-
marce, dad well over a hundred inventeriss taken in as
many towns ond citice in 1934, 1935, and 1938, ns C.
W.A,F. E K A, end W, P. A projecta. They have
been highly useful in many respscts, but as & sowres of
voeancy deta they are subject to certain limitations,
Bocnuse of the expenss it was not feasibie to undertake
more than one such inventory in any eity and thus neo
yoar-to-year compnrisons con be mads. The Renl
Proporty Inventories intentionally included all strue-
tures in whieh families were living or could live, whethar
neuslly considersd Uvable dwalling units or not. Ths
local privits survsys, sines they were made for the most -
part under the suspices of realtors, usually ineluded
only the atandard typee of dwelling unite and frequently
exchided vacant houses considered “not fit for habita-
fion,"" “not rantable,’ or 'wndssirable.” Keal Frop-
erty Inventory figures are ‘thus generslly higher than
the results of privats surveys mnds at the snme tima
and place, and the two types sre not comparnble. Heal
Property [nventory figures sre, however, given in ifal-
ice in able 1.
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Tabkle 1.=—Fercent of Residence Unlts ¥acaot, 1920-38, In Gities Making Two or More Vacancy Sucveys
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Aupoat 1938

In tabulsting the vacancy perceniages shown in
table 1, an stiemapt was made, whers possible, to place
private survey figures for the same city on a comparable
bnasis. In some cases, howerar, only tha finoel vacancy
percentoges wera evailabls, and Information ns to the
mathods used in reaching them could not be obtained.
In such cnsaa the fipures have bean used where they
wure suppliad by & reliable sonreca and it was reasonable
to asauma that thay were compsrebla with other fipxuras
from the same sourcs.

An attempt has slso been made to make the figuras in
teble 1 comparable as between cities by eliminating
honees inder construction and ineluding dwellings unfit
for aceupaucy, wharvever possible. Efforts were alss
mnda tu_gmure that the aurvey figures reporied covered
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vacancies in all types of residence units in ench nity,
and that the percantages were bnsed on the correst totsl
of existing dwelling units. Where variations irom the
genernl pnitarn wers known fo exist, but whera they
did not eeriousiy affect the vsofulness of the figures far
comparative purposes, the date were used 4s {urnished,
with feotnotes to axplein the differences.

Diffarences in the dagres of thoroughness with which
the surveys ware made, voriations in the methods used,
differances batwesn dafinitions of “dwelling unit,” “vn
cancy,” and “unfit for ceenpancy,” ns used in the vari-
oug cities, and variedions in tha mpplication of these
terme by individual canvnsgers, make it necessary to
use these data with some eantion. ‘Their mejor value
arizeg fromt the reflection which they give of the genaral

Tabh 2. =Comparison of Yarancy Percentages by Typan of Dwalling Unien, 1930-38
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levels of vacuney in the vorious citiss, and of panaral
trands in vaeaney for the country as a whole. The fip-
ures in table 1 ara given by calendar years and by the
4-month periods within sach year in which ths surveys
were mede. This has been done to provide a alightly
higher degree of accuracy thon nnnual fignres allow, in
meoking comperisons between cities and from vear to
year. The periode chosen indients roughly the occu-
poney prior to shifts during the spring months, oceu-
pancy duriog the suminar, and sccupanay afier the fall
renting soason,

In table 2 will be found supplementary datn revenling
the warintions in the irends for different types of rasi-
dential units in thoea cities which have regularly col-
lected such detniled datn. Vacancy appears io be
penersliy lower in sinple houses than in multi-family
houses, but ihe disparity tends to norrow when the
vacnncy Tatio is low.

Analysie of Vacancy Data

A number of factors enter into the fluctuntions in ree-
idential vacancy, and no one of them alons aceounts for
the vorious trends shown for different citiea. Some of
the factors which might be considered in interpreting
tha dats include not coly new constructioa and demo-
litions, but okonges in the numnber of fomilies, through
death, mermiage, divorcs, migration to or from the
cities, and the doubling or undoubline of separsie
families,

Tho trend in vacencies is, of coursa, not identical for
all citica, In many, sich ns Indiznapolia, Bt. Louis,
and Kamsas City, substantial overconsiruction and
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other fnotore had already produced & high rats of
Tacancy prior to 1931, and the depression served moraly |
ta accontunta the meladjustment. In others, such as
Cleveland, Oklehoms City, and South Bend, vacancy
was reasonably low in 1930, and depression conditions
appeer to hava necountad for the high lavels of 1932-33,
Most cities appesr to have axperiencsd the aame sharp
increasa in occupancy beginning in 1933, but the
tharacier of the chongs in each city hes difered, ae
nffected by the type ond oge of the buildings in the
city, the direstion snd nafura of its growth, the com-
pogition of its population, and other purely local factors.
Alihough changes in genaral economic eonditions may
produce eimilar effeots in many different areas, local
factora tend to produce diverse results,

It should therefore be emphasized that the vocancy
situation, while suscoptible Lo some degree of measure-
ment both ¢n & saticnsd seale snd by sompagson aad -
annlogy among cities, in assentially one for local investi-
galion and analysis, It is highly desirabls that locsl
inferesta should aponaoe this type of astivity,

For the benefit of organizations desiring to undertake
yaconcy surveys, the Division of Economics and Sia-
tisea of the Federsl Housing Administrotion has
recently prepared o manunl of suggesied procedure,
avulable on request to that Adminietration at Wash-
ington, I, 1. Thie bulletia provides an ndispenszble
ond exhaustive description of the methods which bhave

been developed to facilitate the collestion, af minimum

axpense, of the moat useful detailed information om

housing vacancy.



